We investigated age-related changes in exploratory drive and anxiety in a plus-maze paradigm. We observed the behaviour of outbred CD-1 mice, Mus musculus, of both sexes at three ages: juvenile (35 days), adolescent (48 days) and adult (61 days). Juvenile and adult mice strongly avoided the open arms of the apparatus, suggesting high levels of anxiety. In contrast, adolescents spent similar amounts of time in both open and closed arms. They also entered the open arms more quickly and more often than the other age groups. No age-related differences were found in the frequency of the stretched-attend posture, a behavioural pattern considered to indicate risk assessment. The data can be interpreted in terms of either an increased exploratory drive or reduced environment-related anxiety, or both, during the adolescent period. This is consistent with previous evidence of elevated levels of novelty seeking and reduced behavioural and physiological responses to stressful situations in mice and rats around this age. 
We investigated age-related changes in exploratory drive and anxiety in a plus-maze paradigm. We observed the behaviour of outbred CD-1 mice, Mus musculus, of both sexes at three ages: juvenile (35 days), adolescent (48 days) and adult (61 days). Juvenile and adult mice strongly avoided the open arms of the apparatus, suggesting high levels of anxiety. In contrast, adolescents spent similar amounts of time in both open and closed arms. They also entered the open arms more quickly and more often than the other age groups. No age-related differences were found in the frequency of the stretched-attend posture, a behavioural pattern considered to indicate risk assessment. The data can be interpreted in terms of either an increased exploratory drive or reduced environment-related anxiety, or both, during the adolescent period. This is consistent with previous evidence of elevated levels of novelty seeking and reduced behavioural and physiological responses to stressful situations in mice and rats around this age. Adolescence is a critical period during behavioural development. Epidemiological data indicate that human adolescents are more involved in reckless behaviours than adults (Berndt 1979) and are motivated to seek novel sensations (Arnett 1992). Low levels of harm avoidance and anxiety are reported in association with risky activities such as hazardous driving, unprotected sex and substance use and abuse (Arnett 1992; Wills et al. 1994; Maggs et al. 1995) . In this age group males also engage in more risk-taking behaviour than females (Byrnes et al. 1999) .
In laboratory studies of adolescence, rodents are often used as animal models. In both rats and mice adolescence is defined as the ontogenetic period that encompasses the week preceding the onset of puberty and the first few days thereafter (Spear & Brake 1983) . Puberty is marked by the secretion of gonadal steroids that induce sexual maturation (Ojeda & Urbansky 1994), the organization of neural pathways (Clough & Rodriguez-Sierra 1983) , and the activation of a number of nonreproductive sexdependent behaviours (Beatty 1979) . Adolescent rodents differ markedly from adults in their spontaneous behaviour (Laviola et al. 1999; Spear 2000) . They usually show more playful and affiliative behaviour (Laviola et al. 1999) as well as spontaneous novelty seeking (Adriani et al. 1998; Palanza et al. 2001 ).
Exploration of novel environments is often associated with anxiety. A novel environment, which is potentially useful for the discovery of new niches (i.e. food resources and reproductive partners), can also be dangerous because of the presence of predators (Blanchard et al. 1990 ; see also Laviola & Adriani 1998). Age-related discontinuities in exploration are to be expected, particularly in association with the onset of puberty (Primus & Kellogg 1989; Kellogg et al. 1998) . Rodents begin to explore at some distance from the nest site during the adolescent period (Galef 1981) , and later start to disperse. Exploration of novel environments, with the potential associated risks, could even favour the dispersal of adolescent rodents (see discussion in Laviola et al. 1999; Palanza et al. 2001) . At this age the risk of inbreeding and competition with related individuals is high, and dispersal can avoid these potentially harmful situations. These adaptive functions of dispersal have also been proposed for other species. Nonhuman primates, for example, start to emigrate from the group at this stage, when they are forced by adults to seek new reproductive partners and food resources (Pereira & Altmann 1985) .
Age-related changes in exploration may be related to a nonlinear development of neural pathways underlying stress and anxiety (Choi & Kellogg 1996; Choi et al. 1997) . The response to stress is mediated by the brain's serotonergic system (Cao & Rodgers 1997) , which undergoes a dramatic and nonlinear decline during adolescence (Dillon et al. 1991 
